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HOW THE ISLE OF RANSOM
REFLECTS
AN ACTUAL ICELANDIC SETTING
by Mara Hasty
W illiam  M orris' The G l i t t e r i n g  P la i n , w r it t e n  in  
1890, i s  s e t  in  a fa r  d is t a n t  t im e . The s to r y  b e­
g in s  a t  C le v e la n d -b y - th e -s e a , lo c a te d  on th e  
n orth w est c o a s t  o f  Europe, th en  moves to  th e I s l e  
o f  Ransom, some d is ta n c e  away. (The G l i t t e r in g  
P la in  o f  th e  t i t l e  i s  a n o th er scen e  o f  th e  r o ­
m ance's a c t io n . )  A sim p le  typ e o f  s o c i a l  l i f e  i s  
d e p ic te d  on the i s la n d ,  organ ized  in  in depend en t  
t r ib e s .  T h is s e t t i n g  makes th e  s to r y  in t e r e s t in g ,  
but on ly  in  one way i s  i t  v ery  r e a l i s t i c — th e way 
in  which th e I s l e  o f  Ransom r e f l e c t e s  an a c tu a l  
I c e la n d ic  s e t t i n g . *
One area  o f  resem blance i s  in  th e  s o c i a l  and 
econom ic l i f e  o f  the in h a b ita n ts .  The Ic e la n d e r s  
r a i s e  sh eep  (over  f i f t y  per c e n t o f  the p eop le  
d e r iv e  t h e ir  l iv e l ih o o d  from sh eep  and h o r s e s ,  
and th ere  are ap p rox im ately  8 0 0 ,0 0 0  sh eep  on the  
is la n d )  and many farm (abou t t h i r t y - f i v e  per c e n t  
o f  th e Ic e la n d e r s  are in v o lv e d  in  a g r i c u l t u r e ) .  
Even though th e  in h a b ita n ts  o f  th e I s l e  o f  Ransom 
predom inantly rob fo r  t h e ir  l i v e l ih o o d ,  one would 
e x p e c t  th a t  th ey  are in v o lv e d  in  sh eep  r a i s in g  
( s in c e  H a llb l i th e  saw sh eep  on th e is la n d )  and in  
a g r ic u ltu r e  in  order to  s u r v iv e .  Old I c e la n d ic  
sag a s show th e p e o p le 's  l i v e s  as s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
determ ined  by th e r i v a l r i e s  o f  r u l in g  c h ie f t a in s .  
S im i la r ly ,  th e in h a b ita n ts  o f  th e  I s l e  o f  Ransom 
are in v o lv ed  in  t r ib a l  fe u d s . Houses on th e  f i c ­
t io n a l  is la n d  a ls o  fa v o r  th o se  on th e r e a l  i s ­
lan d ) both  are  one s t o r y ,  h aving  many o f  th e same 
f e a t u r e s — sh u t b ed s , b u t te r y - s c r e e n s ,  and c l e r e ­
s to r y  windows.
A second way in  which th e I s l e  o f  Ransom r e ­
f l e c t s  Ic e la n d  i s  in  regard  to  lan d  f e a t u r e s .  
Ic e la n d  i s  h ig h ly  e le v a te d  (an average o f  2 ,0 0 0  
f e e t  above se a  l e v e l ) , w ith  many n o n -n a v ig a b le  
r i v e r s ,  a rugged c o a s t l in e  marked by c l i f f s  and 
f j o r d s ,  and v o lc a n ic  m ountains ( i t  i s  one o f  the  
m ost v o lc a n ic  a re a s  o f  th e w orld ) r e s u l t i n g  in  
w idespread  b a rren n ess. Only tw e n ty - f iv e  per c e n t  
o f  i t  i s  h a b ita b le .  The I s l e  o f  Ransom i s  h ig h ly  
e le v a te d  t o o ,  ju d g in g  from th e  f a c t  t h a t  H a ll-  
b l i t h e  and Puny Fox se e  h igh  c l i f f s  and snow-
topped m ountains a s  th ey  approach th e  i s l e .  No 
boat cou ld  e x i s t  " tw ix t th e  s u r f  and th e  c l i f f  on  
t h a t  grim la n d ."  Much o f  th e  is la n d  i s  e v id e n t ly  
n o t f i t  fo r  human s e t t le m e n t )  i t  i s  c a l le d  a 
"bare and w aste"  p la in ,  "a w orld  o f  s to n e ."
P la n t  and an im al l i f e  on th e  two i s l e s  i s  
s im i la r .  In  Ic e la n d  th e re  a re  few  an im als e x ­
c e p t  r e in d e e r ,  th e  a forem en tion ed  sh e e p , h o r s e s ,  
and some a q u a t ic  b ir d s .  N a tu ra l p la n ts  c o n s i s t  
la r g e ly  o f  h e a th e r , g r a s s  and some s tu n te d  t r e e s .  
In  com p arison , H a l lb l i t h e  when he f i r s t  w alked on 
th e  I s l e  o f  Ransom saw no a n im a ls , b u t l a t e r  saw 
some sh eep  and h o r s e s .  There was l i t t l e  v e g e t a ­
t io n  save  some m oss, ru sh es  and w il lo w s .
A fo u r th  manner in  w hich  th e  I s l e  o f  Ransom 
conform s to  Ic e la n d  i s  c l im a te .  I c e la n d  has a 
co m p a ra tiv e ly  m oderate c l im a te  due to  th e  G ulf 
S tream . There i s  h ig h  r a i n f a l l ,  and fo g s  are  
common. The I s l e  o f  Ransom to o  q u it e  l i k e l y  has 
a m oderate c l im a te ,  s in c e  we a re  t o ld  th a t  a f t e r  
H a llb l i t h e  i s  d e se r te d  by th e  Puny Fox he f e a r s  
d ea th  by s t a r v a t io n  b ut n ever m en tion s co ld  a s  a 
k i l l e r .
W illiam  M o rr is , by u s in g  numerous ways to  
show t h a t  th e  I s l e  o f  Ransom and th e  a c t u a l  i s ­
lan d  o f  Ic e la n d  are  a n a lo g o u s , i s  q u it e  s u c c e s s ­
f u l  i n  d e v e lo p in g  h is  fa n ta s y  i n  a " r e a l i s t i c  man­
n e r . He c r e a te s  a s t o r y  w hich  is .  b oth  e a s i l y  un­
d ers to o d  and r e a d i ly  en joyed  by fa n ta s y  lo v e r s .
♦T h is paper was su g g e s te d  by a b r i e f  comment 
in  th e  in tr o d u c t io n  to  th e  N ew castle  P u b lis h in g  
Company (1973) e d i t io n  o f  The G l i t t e r i n g  P la in  ab ou t  
th e  I s l e  o f  Ransom: "the sc en er y  o f  t h i s  i s l a n d ,
and th e  manner o f  l i f e  o f  th e  in h a b it a n t s ,  are  
l i k e  th o se  o f  Ice la n d "  ( p . x i i i ) .  A sp e c ts  o f  t h i s  
stu d y  are  drawn from C o l l i e r ' s  E n c ly c lo p e d ia , Volume 
1 2 , 1970 e d i t io n )  E n c y c lo p e d ia  A m erican a , Volume 1 4 , 
1967 e d i t io n )  and The New Funk and W a g n a ll's  E n c y c l o p e ­
d i a ,  Volume 1 9 , 1951 e d i t io n .
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